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Furman reports
Elizabeth Lyles Blackwell, 1913-2000
E l izabeth Lyles B lackwell, wife of former Furman president

Gordon W. B lackwell, died Monday, September 25, after a
lengthy i llness. She was 87.

A native of Spartanburg, S.C., and a graduate of Converse
College, she was admired for her charm, wit and gracious
manner. She served as First Lady of three institutions:
The Woman's College of the University of North Carolina

( 1 957-60), Florida State ( 1 960-65) and Furman ( 1 965-76).
Active in community affairs wherever she lived, she

received several major alumnae awards from Converse,

including the Mary Mildred Sullivan Award for humanitarian
service, which Furman also awarded her. In 1 996 Furman
dedicated one set of fountains in front of the James B. Duke
Library in her honor.
She is survived by her husband, of 3 Hoke Smith
Boulevard, Greenv i l le , S.C. 296 1 5 ; four children, 1 2
grandchildren and five great-grandchildren.
At a memorial service on September 27, S usan Thomson
Shi '7 1 , Furman's current First Lady, delivered the following

tribute to Lib B l ackwel l :

how to handle the challenges of being a presidential spouse.

I

Lib blessed me with her support when I needed it and

was a 1 7-year-old freshman a t Furman when I first

encountered the grace and charm of Elizabeth Lyles B lackwell.
It was my good fortune to attend Furman when Gordon

and Lib B lackwell were the President and First Lady.

Although none of us knew it at the time, my four years as a
student actually served as an apprenticeship for the work I

do in partnership with David today. How could I have been
so lucky?

I had ample opportunity to observe Lib B lackwell in

action. Perhaps her greatest asset in her role as Furman's
First Lady, certainly from my perspective as a student, was
her ability to put everyone at ease. She did so immediately
and effortlessly, simply by being herself. She met us once

otherwise blessed me with the freedom to make my own
choices and mistakes.
I learned by observing Mrs. Blackwell that it was possible
to partner with one's husband in the leadership of a university.
The B lack wells demonstrated their close working relationship
daily, and I am certain that my knowledge of her collaboration
with Dr. B lackwell helped me decide to forgo my own
professional career to work with David for Furman.

More recently, it has been a joy to relate to Lib as a

fellow First Lady. As a result of our relationship during
this decade, I learned to be honest about myself and my
capabilities. Her candid and often self-deprecating manner

and never forgot our names.

taught me that admitting one's mistakes and fessing up to

junior and senior years at Furman, I had the p leasure of

qualities.

go over early to help prepare refreshments. Mrs. B lackwell

and to love three of Furman's First Ladies. Bea Plyler,

Because I was a student government officer during my

attending monthly meetings in the B l ackwell home. I would

and I would arrange cookies and pour punch. Best of all,
we would talk. Because of her cheerful manner and her
willi ngness to share personal stories, it never occurred to me

not to do the same.

Students spent many hours with the Blackwells in their
home, discussing campus and national politics. And during
the turbulent late '60s and early '70s, we never considered
storming the President's office. We were already camped

out in his den, being royally entertained by his charming
wife.

As a student and as the wife of a young and inexperienced
college president, I learned much from Lib B lackwell about
26

And not one of the lessons was delivered deliberately, for

one's shortcomings are not only admirable but also endearing
I have had the unique opportunity to know, to learn from,

E l izabeth B lackwell and Martha Johns have been my
neighbors and mentors these past seven years. I know that
I am speaking for Bea and Martha when I say that we will
sorely miss Lib Blackwell - and we will always treasure
our memories of her.

Memorials may be made to the Gordon W and Elizabeth
Blackwell Scholarship Fund at Furman or to the Elizabeth
Blackwell Scholarship Fund at Converse College, Spartanburg,
S. C. 2 9302, or to the charity of one 's choice.

